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N A I R A  K U Z M I C H
T H E  FEARCATCHER 
OF EAST H O L L Y W O O D
T h e  fearcatchc r  o f  East H o l l y w o o d  is a t iny ,  o ld  w o m a n  w i t h  
fat f ingers and fa t t e r  breasts th a t  dangle  between y o u r  th ighs  
when  she’s w o r k i n g  to get the fear ou t .  T he fear is located  r ig h t  
above y o u r  penis and she tel ls you  to s top s q u i r m i n g ,  fo r  G o d ’s 
sake, and just  let her  w o r k .  H e r  breasts s w in g  l ike c h u rc h  bel ls 
and you  t r y  to t h i n k  c h u r c h ie r  t h o u g h ts  so y o u r  j u n k  doesn t 
embarrass you  and o u t  you  fo r  the perver ted k id  y ou  k n o w  you  
are, t u rn e d  on by some lady gray enough  to  be y o u r  g randm a.  
She’s o n l y  d o i n g  her  job ,  o n l y  t r y i n g  to s top you  f r o m  be in g  
scared o f  the n e i g h b o r ’s dog  w h o  b i t  you  last weekend w hen  
M rs .  Lopez came over w i t h  ench i ladas  and Rocco on a leash for  
the b i r t h d a y  pa r t y  you d i d n ’t i n v i t e  her  son to. You r  cous ins 
w o u l d ’ve k icked  his ass fo r  be ing  a beaner  and you  m i g h t ’ve 
been forced to j o in  in ,  even th o u g h  he was y o u r  f r i e n d ,  and
t h a t ’s w h y  you  d i d n  t tel l  Car los.
T h e  d a m n  dog  go t  you  by the ank le  and w o u l d n ’t let  go 
so w hen  M rs .  Lopez  grabbed  the te r r ie r  by the ass and pu l l ed ,  
shi t ,  she pu l l ed  you  w i t h  i t .  You fel l  f la t  on y o u r  back, y o u r  
cous ins p o i n t i n g  and lau g h in g ,  sho r t ,  q u i c k  yelps,  l ike they 
were ba rk in g .  Surpr ised ,  M rs .  Lo pez  let go o f  Rocco and he 
rushed towards  y o u r  face, sc rap ing  y o u r  arms and f ingers w i t h  
his te r r i b le  y e l l o w  teeth.  You kep t  sc reaming  g e t h i m o f f m e g e t h i -  
m o f f m e ,  the w ords  garb led because you  t h o u g h t  i f  y ou  opened 
y o u r  m o u t h  up  a b i t ,  i f  you  e n u n c ia te d — s o m e th in g  M rs .  R o b ­
er tson says you  have a p r o b le m  d o in g ,  t h o u g h  w h a t  the hel l  
does she know,  she o n l y  speaks E ng l i sh ,  o f  course she’s g o in g  
to speak i t  r i g h t ,  b u t  you ,  y o u ’ve go t  three tongues in y o u r  
m o u t h — you w o r r i e d  i f  you  opened y o u r  m o u t h ,  sh i t ,  Rocco 
w o u l d  get one o f  th e m .  I t  was y o u r  m o m  w h o  f i n a l l y  got  the 
dog  o f f  you ,  g r a b b in g  h i m  u n d e r  his be l l y  and t h r o w i n g  h i m  
to the side l i ke  he was n o t h i n g  b u t  a tenn is  ba l l .  \ o u  s topped  
sc ream ing and y o u r  cous ins s topped  l a u g h in g  and no one said
n o t h i n g  a n d  all e v e r y o n e  c o u l d  h e a r  was  R o c c o ’s w h i m p e r s .  
Your m o t h e r  d i d n ’t lo ok  b u t  y o u  d i d  w h e n  M rs .  L o p e z  p i c k e d  
u p  Rocco ,  c r a d l i n g  h i m  th e  w ay  y o u r  k i d  s i s te r  V ic k y  d o e s  h e r  
dol ls  w h e n  she  t h i n k s  no  o n e  is l o o k i n g ,  a n d  w a l k e d  o u t  t h e  
door .  Your m o t h e r  t h r e w  aw ay  t h e  e n c h i l a d a s  a n d  t h e  c e r a m i c  
p la te  Mrs .  L opez  b r o u g h t  t h e m  in  b e f o r e  d r a g g i n g  y o u  by th e  
a r m  in to  t h e  b a t h r o o m  w h e r e  y o u r  f a t h e r  k e p t  t h e  a l c o h o l .
N o w  y o u ’re ly ing  on  t h e  g r o u n d  o n  y o u r  b a c k ,  o n  t h e  
Per s i an  c a r p e t  y o u r  folks b r o u g h t  o v e r  f r o m  t h e  o ld  c o u n t r y  
a n d  still  use even t h o u g h  th e  h o u s e  y o u  l ive in c a m e  w i t h  c a r ­
p e t i n g — du l l  a n d  b r o w n ,  b u t  s t i l l ,  c a r p e t i n g .  T h e r e ’s a towel  
ove r  y o u r  w a is t  w h i l e  s o m e  o ld  fa r t  is all u p  o n  y o u ,  k n e a d i n g  
y o u r  skin  l ike s h e ’s r o l l i n g  d o u g h  flat  e n o u g h  to  m a k e  l a x m a -  
ju n ,  the  way  y o u r  m o m  d o e s  eve ry  w e e k e n d  w h e n  y o u r  d a d  is 
h o m e  for d i n n e r  a n d  n o t  u n d e r n e a t h  s o m e o n e  e l s e ’s car,  c o v ­
ered in s o m e o n e  e ls e’s m o t o r  o il .  Your  m o t h e r  is in t h e  s a m e  
r o o m  as yo u  a n d  s h e ’s s a y in g  s h e ’s n o t  l o o k i n g ,  t h a t  sh e  c a n ’t see 
a n y t h i n g  anyw ay ,  b u t  y o u  w a n t  h e r  g o n e ,  y o u  w a n t  h e r  o u t  o f  
here,  bec au se  y o u  k n o w  w h a t ' s  g o i n g  to  h a p p e n  in a few m i n ­
utes .  I t ’s w h a t ’s h a p p e n e d  for  t h e  p a s t  t h r e e  days .  I t ’s w h y  y o u ’re 
still here ,  u n a b l e  to face R o cco ,  w h y  y o u ’re t e r r i f i e d  to  w a lk  the  
a l leyway b e h i n d  y o u r  h o u s e  b e c a u s e  it s e e m s  l ike  e v e r y o n e  in 
th e  w h o l e  w o r l d  d e c i d e d  to  get  a d o g  las t  w e ek .  I t ’s w h y  y o u ’re 
fat a n d  still  g r o w i n g .  N o  s e l f - c o n t r o l .  You ne e l even  a n d  fat  a n d  
e v e r y t h i n g  is o u t  o f  y o u r  h a n d s .
A n d  n o w  th e  f e a r c a t c h e r ’s f i n g e r s  are  p r e s s i n g  f i rm ly  
ag a in s t  y ou ,  r u b b i n g  th e  sk in  a b o v e  y o u r  c r o t c h  a n d  b e l o w  y o u r  
belly,  p i n c h i n g  a t  t h e  b o n e s  of  y o u r  h ips .  You j u s t  h av e  to  c lose 
y o u r  eyes to get  t h e  im a g e  of h e r  g ra y  h a i r  a n d  l iver s p o t s  o u t ,  
y o u  ju s t  have  to,  a n d  th is  is w h e n  t h i n g s  go w r o n g ,  t h i s  is w h e n  
t h in g s  a lways  go w r o n g .  W i t h o u t  t h e  g ra y  h a i r  a n d  t h e  l iver 
spot s ,  y o u  re t h i n k i n g  i t s  A r m i n e h  f r o m  s c h o o l  w h o ’s t o u c h i n g  
you ,  A r m i n e h  w i t h  her  b e a u t i f u l  b l a c k  eyes t h e  size o f  z e y tu n s ,  
w ho d o e s n  t p lay  I r u t h  o r  D a r e  w h e n  e v e r y o n e  else d o e s  bec au se  
she k n o w s  o n l y  wusses  p i ck  I r u t h  a n d  o n l y  s lu t s  p i c k  D a r e  an d  
she s ne i the r .  \ o u  k n o w  th i s  t o o  a n d  y o u  love  th i s  a b o u t  her,  
b u t  y o u  still  w ish  t h a t  o n e  d a y  sh e  p l ays ,  p i ck s  T r u t h ,  tel ls  the
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r o o m she l ikes you ,  a n o t h e r  day  pi cks  Da r e ,  kisses you  on  t he  
m o u t h .  I h e n  y o u ’re o p e n i n g  y o u r  eyes a n d  t he  old  w o m a n  is 
l au g h i n g  deeply,  w i n k i n g  at  y o u r  m o t h e r  a n d  w i t h d r a w i n g  her  
ha nds  wh i l e  you ' r e  s c r a m b l i n g  to s t a n d  up  a n d  cover  yourse l f .  
Your m o m  is s ay i ng  n o t  aga in ,  Jesus ,  s h e ’s never  g o i n g  to get  t he  
fear ou t ,  as you  rush to t h e  b a t h r o o m  be for e  she  says s o m e t h i n g  
else you ' r e  sure  will  kill you  i f  s o m e  d a m n  d o g  does n ' t  get  you  
first.
•  •  •
I he f ea r c a t c he r  go t  t he  fear  o u t  o f  y o u r  m o t h e r  w h e n  she  got  
in to  t ha t  car  a c c i d e n t  on  t he  way  to w o r k  six m o n t h s  back.  
Some  asshol e  s l a m m e d  i n t o  he r  pa s s e nge r - s i de  d o o r  w h e n  she  
was m a k i n g  a left ,  c l a i me d  his b r eaks  j a m m e d  a n d  he  c o u l d n ' t  
s t op  a t  t he  red l ight  l ike e v e r y o n e  k n o w s  you  re s u p p o s e d  to.  
r h e  pol i ce  of f i cer  c o n f i r m e d  thi s  a f t e r  a few days  a n d  on l y  
gave t he  lobi  a t i cke t  for  d r i v i n g  w i t h o u t  i n s u r a n c e ,  t h o u g h  he 
to ld  y o u r  folks t ha t  t hey  s h o u l d  sue for  a s e t t l e m e n t .  But  t hey  
d i d n ’t, of c our se ,  even t h o u g h  y o u r  m o m  was in t he  hos p i t a l  for  
five days  a n d  t he n  a f ra id  to get  ba c k  in a car  for  a m o n t h ,  a n d  
so lost  her  j ob as a pa s t r y  c h e f  at  G a r n i k ’s Bakery.  T h e  o wn e r s  
of t he  bus i nes s  were  A r m e n i a n ,  so y o u r  p a r e n t s  t h o u g h t  t hey  
wou l d ' ve  u n d e r s t o o d  a n d  s y m p a t h i z e d ,  given he r  a b reak ,  b u t  
t hey d i d n ’t.
•  •  •
W h e n  y o u r  da d  c o m e s  h o m e  t h a t  e ve n i ng ,  he  t akes  a q u i ck  look 
at you  a n d  says boy,  you  smel l  l ike a r a bb i t  a n d  l o o k  l ike a b i rd .  
He  s laps  you  on  t h e  back,  his d i r t y  h a n d  l eavi ng  a p r i n t  on  y o u r  
shi r t  t ha t  you  t ry  to r u b  o f f  b u t  you ' r e  t oo  fat  for  y o u r  a r m to 
reach so you  e n d  u p  just  t a p p i n g  y o u r  s h o u l d e r ,  a p i t y - p a t  t ha t  
[you  w o u l d ' ve  m i s t a k e n  for  c o n g r a t u l a t i o n s  i f  y o u r  f a t he r  ever  
did a t h i n g  l ike t ha t .  Your  da d  says t h i n g s  l ike this ,  s t u f f  t ha t  
I J o n ’t m a k e  any  sense,  a n d  d e s p i t e  all t he  l angua ge s  you  know,
| . ou  can  never  f igure  o u t  w h a t  t he  hell  h e ’s saying.
’f o u r  m o t h e r  sets u p  t he  d i n n e r  t ab l e  for  t he  s ec o n d  
|  i me  t ha t  day  a n d  you  jo in  y o u r  f a t he r  for  c o m p a n y ,  for  a n o t h e r
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s e rv in g  o f  p i l a f  t h a t  y o u r  m o t h e r  call s C h i n e s e  fo o d  b e c a u s e  she 
a d d s  s t e a m e d  b ro cco l i  to it a n d  l i t t l e  p a c k e t s  o f  soy sau c e  she  
saves f r om  the  rare t im e s  yo u  guys  ea t  at  P a n d a  Ex press  o r  m o r e  
o f t en  at  p laces  w i th  n a m e s  l ike L i t t l e  Fat  P a n d a .  Your  m o m  looks  
at  you  a l i t t le  funny ,  a l i t t le  ang ry ,  s tares  at  y o u r  s t o m a c h  so 
you t u r n  a s t r a n g e  p in k ,  b u t  y o u r  d a d  l au g h s  a n d  he  l au g h s  lo n g  
e n o u g h  for  you  to get  y o u r  r i g h t  c o l o r  b ac k ,  w h a t e v e r  t h a t  is.
You to o k  th e  S t a n d a r d i z e d  Pests last  w eek  a n d  th e r e  
was a q u e s t i o n  t h a t  as ke d yo u  w h a t  y o u  were ,  so y o u  h a d  to ask 
Mrs .  R o b e r t s o n  i f  y o u  were  W h i t e  o r  O t h e r ,  w h i c h  s e e m e d  l ike 
the  o n ly  poss ib le  choice s .  Bu t  she  l o o k e d  at  y o u  m e a n  a n d  h a r d  
a n d  said s to p  fo o l in g  a r o u n d  a n d  yo u  w a n t e d  to t h r o w  y o u r  N o .  
2 penci l  at  her  bigass fo r eh e a d .  I n s t e a d ,  y o u  b u b b l e d  O t h e r  l ike 
it was n o b o d y ’s bus iness ,  y o u r  penc i l  t e a r i n g  t h r o u g h  th e  s h ee t  
so t h a t  J o s e p h i n e ,  w h o  sat  in f r o n t  of y o u ,  s h o t  y o u  a d i r t y  lo o k  
an d  m o u t h e d  p e n d e jo .  You n a r r o w e d  y o u r  eyes  a n d  m o u t h e d  
you are r i gh t  back,  t h o u g h  yo u  d o n ’t k n o w  i f  t h a t ’s a c tu a l ly  
t ru e ,  or  w h a t  t h e  heck  t h a t  m e a n s  an yw ay ,  b u t  y o u  k n o w  t h a t  
a i n ’t you ,  a l r ig h t ,  you ' r e  no M e x i c a n  w h a t e v e r - t h a t - i s .
I he p i l a f  tas tes  b e t t e r  t h e  s e c o n d  t i m e  a r o u n d  b u t  y o u r  
d a d  t h i n k s  i t ’ll tas t e  even b e t t e r  w i t h  a s h o t  o f  t e q u i l a  so y o u r  
m o m  gets  h i m  th e  bo t t l e .  B r in g  th e  g o o d  k i n d  o f  glass,  he  tells 
he r  a n d  y o u r  m o m  rolls h e r  eyes.  She u su a l ly  k n o w s  w h a t  y o u r  
d a d  w a n ts  f r om  h e r  b e fo re  he even does .  Fo r  h i m  to o ,  y o u r  d a d  
a d d s  a n d  y o u r  m o m  coc ks  h e r  h ea d ,  n o w  in d o u b t ,  b u t  d e s p i t e  
all he r  s m ar t s ,  s h e ’s n o t  a m a n  a n d  s h e ’s n o t  y o u r  fa the r ,  so 
t h a t ’s the  e n d  o f  t h a t .
I his i sn’t th e  f i rs t  t i m e  yo u  t as te  a l c o h o l .  You have  
d r i n k s  at  pa r t ie s ,  at  b a p t i s m s ,  wakes ,  at  seven ,  e ig h t ,  a n d  n ine .  
Your d ad  will  call y o u  f ro m  th e  k i d ’s t ab l e  a n d  y o u ’ll m a r c h  
to w ar d s  h im ,  s h o o t i n g  a s m u g  lo o k  b e h i n d  y o u  a t  y o u r  c o u s in s .
I his boy  is o u r  fu tu re ,  h e ’ll say. D r i n k  to  o u r  f u t u r e ,  son .  A n d  
yo u  do ,  t r y i n g  n o t  to m a k e  a face,  t r y i n g  n o t  to  lose it. You 
swal low,  yo u  smile .  M y  son ,  th e  A m e r i c a n .  You ke ep  s m i l i n g .
H e  d o es n  t m a k e  a b ig  speech  w h e n  i t ’s j u s t  y o u  tw o  at  
th e  d i n n e r  t ab le  now,  ju s t  says t h e m  M e x i c a n s  are  a t  least  g o o d  
o n e  for t h i n g  a n d  w i n k s  at  y o u  a n d  y o u  d o n ’t k n o w  h o w  to  re-
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s p o n d  so you  just  w in k  r igh t  back .  H e  laughs  a n d  you  take the 
sho t  f rom  his h a n d  and  d r i n k  it quiet ly .  H e  d o w n s  two m ore ,  
d o e s n ’t of fer  you  any, a n d  you  d o n ’t ask. T h e  t equ i la  tas tes l ike 
a t h o u s a n d  razors s l ic ing  d o w n  y o u r  t h ro a t .  I he pi laf  is go o d ,  
kyanks ,  he tells y o u r  m o m ,  s l a p p in g  he r  ass w h e n  she leans 
across  h im  to  co l l ect  the  di shes  on  the  table .  She b lushes .  H e  
doesn ' t .  You d o n ’t e i ther .  You’re p r e t t y  sure  yo u r  p a re n t s  d o n  t 
have sex, tha t  this  f l i r t a t ion  is as far as they  get,  so you  d o n ’t 
m in d  w h e n  they  get this  far, w h ic h  isn’t very far at all. You re 
sure  t h a t  p e n d e ja  J o s e p h i n e  m u s t ’ve g o t t e n  to s e co n d  base at 
least,  m ay b e  C a r lo s  even been  the  o n e  to  d o  it.
Your  da d  pushes  back  his chair ,  goes o u t  for  a s m o k e  
a nd  yo u r  m o m  gui l t s  you  in to  d r y in g  the  d i shes  w i th  those  eyes 
o f  hers .  Ever  s ince  the  a c c id e n t ,  t h e y ’ve been  w o r k i n g  o v e r t im e ,  
m a k i n g  you  feel l ike sh i t  w h e n e v e r  you  get in t ro u b le .  T h e  eyes 
are a lways say ing  “ I a lm o s t  d ied  a n d  you  d o n ’t w a n t  to  c lean up 
yo u r  r o o m ? ” O r  “ I a lm o s t  d ied  a n d  you  c h e a t e d  on y o u r  g o d ­
d a m n  m a t h  tes t?” Even t h o u g h  she says the  fear is o u t  o f  he r  
now, you  t h i n k  s o m e  o f  it is still  left ,  sw i r l ing  a r o u n d  in the 
l iqu idy  w h i t e  pa r t  a r o u n d  he r  pup i l s ,  m a k i n g  her  look  like she s 
a lm o s t  a b o u t  to  cry. So you  c a n ’t he lp  b u t  w o n d e r :  h o w  is the 
f ea rc a t c h e r .g o in g  to  fix you  i f she c o u l d n  t fix y o u r  m o m  all the  
way up  good  f irst ,  even t h o u g h  they  got  the  sam e  lady parts?
T h e  f ea rca tcher  first  vi s i t ed y o u r  h o m e  two  weeks  af t er  
yo u r  m o m ’s a c c id e n t .  W h e n  she w a lked  t h r o u g h  the door ,  her  
eyes i m m e d i a t e l y  f o u n d  yours ,  s i t t in g  at the  d i n i n g  r o o m  table  
ea t i n g  a bag  o f  ch ips ,  a n d  she said in he r  c rack ly  voice,  l ike 
th ere  were b u m p s  up  a n d  d o w n  her  t h r o a t ,  I'll be  w o r k i n g  on  
you  soon  e n o u g h ,  boy. She rested he r  cane  aga ins t  the doorw ay ,  
w o b b l e d  over  to  the  c o u c h ,  a n d  l e a n in g  back  w i th  a h u g e  s igh, 
asked y o u r  m o t h e r  to  m ake  he r  a c u p  o f  coffee be fo re  they  s ta r t .  
N o  sugar,  she cal l ed o u t  as y o u r  m o t h e r  h u r r i e d  to the  k i t c h e n  
to do  the  a n c i e n t  w o m a n ’s b i d d in g .  \ o u  p u t  d o w n  yo u r  ch ips  
on the  table  as sof t ly  as you  c o u ld ,  a n d  h o l d i n g  y o u r  b rea th  a nd  
s ta r ing  at the  f loor ,  ru sh e d  past  he r  t o w a rd  yo u r  b e d r o o m .  You 
s h u t  the  door ,  a n d  th e n  locked  it. You k n e w  she was g o in g  to 
do  s o m e t h i n g  to  y o u r  m o m  b u t  you  d i d n ’t w a n t  to k n o w  w ha t .
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N o w  you  k now.  No w,  jus t  t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  h o w  r i g h t  t h e  old 
wi t c h  was  ma k e s  y o u  shiver .  O n l y  t o o k  Hve m o n t h s  a n d  she 
was hack  a n d  y o u  l ea r n e d  f i r s t h a n d  h e r  m e t h o d s .  T h e  fear  f r o m  
y o u r  c r o t c h  s e e p i n g  i n t o  he r  f i nger s ,  h e r  l o n g  l a u g h t e r  at  t he  
e n d  o f  each sess i on ,  h o w  she  l o o k e d  y o u n g e r  eve r y  t i m e  you 
saw her ,  m o r e  t e r r i b l e .  You a l m o s t  d r o p  t h e  p l a t e  in y o u r  h a n d  
t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  s ee i ng  he r  ag a i n  t o m o r r o w .  You a n x i o u s l y  l ook  
to y o u r  m o t h e r ,  b u t  she  d o e s n ’t n o t i c e ,  los t  as she  is, o f t en ,  
in her  o w n  t h o u g h t s .  D o n ’t cry,  y o u  have  t h e  u r g e  to tel l  her,  
t h o u g h  s h e ’s no t .  You h a t e  it w h e n  gi r l s  cry.  V i c k y  d o e s n ’t do  
it o f t en ,  t h a n k  G o d .  You'd n ev e r  say t h i s  to h e r  face b u t  s h e ’s 
t o u g h ,  t o u g h e r  t h a n  m o s t  o f  y o u r  f r i e n d s ,  so w h e n e v e r  s he  lets 
sl ip a few, y o u  feel l ike a b s o l u t e  c r ap .  H o w  we r e  y o u  u n a b l e  
to s t o p  it? H e r  c l a s s ma t e  B o b b y  f r o m  p u s h i n g  h e r  a f t e r  a ha r d  
g a m e  of  d o d g e b a l l ?  O r  he r  t ear s  f r o m  f a l l i ng  a f t e r  w a k i n g  up 
s c r e a m i n g  f r o m a n i g h t m a r e ?  W h a t  g o o d  is it b e i n g  so d a m n  
fat ,  b e i n g  so g o d d a m n  big,  if y o u  can ' t  even  p r o t e c t  y o u r  l i t t l e 
sister?
A n d  h o w  a b o u t  w h e n  A r m i n e h  d i d n ’t ge t  S t u d e n t  o f  
t he  M o n t h  t h e  f i rst  r o u n d  o f  t h e  s c h o o l - y e a r ?  T h e  w h o l e  wo r l d  
k n e w  she  was  t he  s m a r t e s t  in t h e  class,  b u t  t h e y  gave  it t o t ha t  
n ew kid,  Ruel l a ,  w h o  ba r e l y  s p o k e  E n g l i s h ,  b u t  was  s u p e r g o o d  
in M a t h ,  l ike t h a t  m a t t e r e d .  Bu t  A r m i n e h  c r i e d  a n d  c r i e d  whi l e  
you  all w a i t e d  in l ine  for  Rue l l a  to f i n i sh  t a k i n g  p i c t u r e s  wi t h  
t he  p r i nc i pa l .  A n d  w h e n  y o u  h e a r d  t h a t  s t u p i d  k id  J u a n  w h i s p e r  
sore- loser ,  y o u  neve r  w a n t e d  to h u r t  a n y o n e  so bad .  You were  
a l r eady  in t r o u b l e ,  t h o u g h ,  for  t a l k i n g  w h e n  Mr s .  R o b e r t s o n  
was l e c t u r i n g  t h a t  m o r n i n g  so y o u  k n e w  i f  y o u  t r i e d  s o m e t h i n g ,  
even s t u c k  o u t  y o u r  m i d d l e  f inger ,  Mr s .  R o b e r t s o n  w o u l d ’ve 
t r i ed  to get  y o u  s u s p e n d e d ,  l ike y o u  k n o w  s h e ’s b e e n  t r y i n g  to 
do  ever  s i nce  s ch o o l  b eg a n .  You s h o u l d n ’t have  f a r t e d  d u r i n g  
Rol l - Ca l l  t he  f i rst  d ay  of  class,  f i rs t  i m p r e s s i o n s  a n d  all ,  b u t  you 
just  h ad  to let it go,  y o u  h a d  to,  t h e r e  was  n o  wa y  y o u  c o u l d ’ve 
k ep t  it in.
Your  m o m  is n o w  h u m m i n g  to s o m e  t u n e  in he r  head 
a n d  yo u  re n o d d i n g  a l o n g ,  w o n d e r i n g  w h a t  A r m i n e h  is d o i n g  
r i gh t  now,  w h e n  y o u r  d a d  c o m e s  b a c k  in,  s l a m m i n g  t h e  d o o r
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o p e n  a n d  s l a m m i n g  it s h u t .  El i  s h u n i  k a k ,  h e  says ,  t h r o w i n g  u p  
his h a n d s .  D o g  s h i t  a g a i n .  I h e  fear  s c r a m b l e s  f r o m  y o u r  c r o t c h  
a n d  se t t l e s  in y o u r  t h r o a t .  Your  m o m ’s p u t t i n g  d o w n  t h e  t owe l  
a n d  r e a c h i n g  for  h e r  s h o e s .  You h u r r y  a f t e r  t h e m ,  w h e r e  fo r  t h e  
t h i r d  d a y  in a row,  t h e y  II see d o g  s h i t  in f r o n t  o f  t h e  g a r a g e  
d o o r ,  s m a c k - d a b  in t h e  c e n t e r ,  as i f  c a r e f u l l y  p l a c e d  t h e r e .
1'wo d a y s  ago ,  w h e n  y o u r  d a d  f i r s t  s a w it,  h e  t h o u g h t  it 
was  h u m a n  s h i t ,  it was  so big.  H o m e l e s s ,  h e  h a d  r e a s o n e d .  A n d  
y e s t e r d a y  m o r n i n g ,  w h e n  a n o t h e r  r e a p p e a r e d ,  c o i n c i d e n c e ,  he  
e x p l a i n e d .  B u t  y o u  d o u b t  a b u m  w o u l d  s h i t  in t h e  s a m e  p l a c e  
t h r e e  d a y s  b a c k  to  b a c k  a n d  f r o m  t h e  w a y  y o u r  f o l ks  a r e  l o o k i n g  
at  e a ch  o t h e r ,  y o u  k n o w  t h e y  d o n ’t t h i n k  so e i t h e r .  It m u s t  be  
d o g s  a n d  now,  all o f  a s u d d e n ,  y o u ’re t h i n k i n g ,  y o u ’re s u r e ,  i t ’s 
Ro c c o .  You tell  ' e m  j u s t  t h a t ,  b u t  y o u r  m o m  rol l s  h e r  eyes  a n d  
wa l ks  c l o s e r  t o  t h e  e v i d e n c e .  Yo u r  d a d  is s q u a t t i n g  by  i ts s i de ,  
h a n d s  o n  hi s  k n e e s ,  s h a k i n g  hi s  h e a d .
B u t  o f  c o u r s e  i t ’s Rocco!  I t ’s p e r f e c t .  A b i g ,  b r o w n ,  F. U.  
to y o u r  fami ly .
I t s  n o t  R o c c o ,  y o u r  d a d  f i na l l y  says ,  s t a n d i n g  up .  H e ’s 
t oo  s ma l l  of  an  a n i m a l ,  he  says ,  a n d  y o u  w a n t  t o  tel l  h i m  t h a t  
size m e a n s  a b s o l u t e  s q u a t ,  b u t  h e ’s o p e n i n g  t h e  g a r a g e  d o o r  a n d  
u n l o c k i n g  t h e  t r u n k  o f  hi s  car.  H e  t a k e s  a rol l  o f  p a p e r  t o we l s  
c r a m m e d  b e h i n d  t h e  s p a r e  t i r e  a n d  y o u  m a k e  a face.  Yo u r  m o m  
e x t e n d s  h e r  h a n d  to  h i m ,  a s k i n g  for  t h e  rol l  w i t h  h e r  f i n g e r s ,  
b u t  h e  o n l y  s h a k e s  hi s  h e a d .  Your  d a d ’s o l d  s c h o o l  t h a t  way,  in 
m a n y  ways .  T h e  w o m a n  c l e a n s  u p  a f t e r  hi s  s h i t ,  n o  o n e  e l s e ’s.
You w a t c h  as h e  b e n d s  d o w n ,  g r a b s  t h e  s t o o l  w i t h  s e v ­
eral  s h e e t s ,  s c o o p i n g  it i n t o  hi s  p a p e r - h a n d s ,  a n d  w a l k s  it ov e r  
to t h e  b l a c k  b i n ,  hi s  a r m s  o u t s t r e t c h e d  in f r o n t  o f  h i m .  You are  
r e m i n d e d  of all t h o s e  A m e r i c a n s  c a r r y i n g  p l a t e s  o f  c a s s e r o l e  o n  
I V  w h e n  n e w  n e i g h b o r s  m o v e  in.  Bu t  it ' s y o u r  f u c k i n g  n e i g h b o r s  
w h o  are  t h e  p r o b l e m ,  a r e n ’t t hey ,  t h e s e  M e x i c a n s  a n d  t h e i r  w i l d  
dogs .  If i t ’s n o t  C a r l o s ,  y o u  b e t  i t ’s a n o t h e r  C a r l o s .  Yo u r  u n c l e  
A r m o  was  r i g h t .  You g u y s  s h o u l d n ’t h a v e  m o v e d  i n t o  t h i s  n e i g h ­
b o r h o o d .  I he  h o u s e  was  c h e a p ,  b u t  t h e  q u a l i t y  o f  r e s i d e n t s  was  
c h e a p e r .  1 h o s e  w e r e  hi s  w o r d s  a n d  t h e r e  was  a c e r t a i n  t r u t h  to 
t h e m  t h a t  e v e n  y o u  c o u l d  p i c k  up .  W h y  d i d n ’t y o u r  d a d  l i s t en?
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U n c le  A r m o  is y o u r  f a t h e r ’s b r o t h e r  a n d  last  yea r  w h e n  
y o u  guys  s t a r t e d  l o o k i n g  for  h o m e s  to  buy,  he  sa id  t a k e  it f r o m  
h i m ,  d o n ’t do  it. You w a n t  to b u y  a ho u se?  B uy  a h o u s e  in G l e n ­
dale ,  n o t  a n y w h e r e  nea r  here ,  in Eas t  H o l l y w o o d ,  w h e r e  yo u  
guys  have l ived for  t h e  pas t  five yea rs  in a c r u m m y  a p a r t m e n t  
b u i l d i n g  w i t h  a c e m e n t  b a c k y a r d .  I t ’s n o t  l ike  y o u  c o u l d ’ve even 
p layed  o u t s i d e  i f  y o u  w a n t e d ,  n o  w o n d e r  y o u ’re s u c h  a w ha le ;  
th e  m o m s  h u n g  t h e i r  l a u n d r y  o u t - b a c k  a n d  t h e y ’d w h i p  y o u  
g o o d  i f  y o u  g o t  a n y  o f  t h e i r  s h ee t s  d i r ty .  T h e  t e n a n t s  in t h a t  
b u i l d i n g  were  all A r m e n i a n  w h e n  y o u  guys  j u s t  a r r i v e d ,  b u t  o n e  
by o n e ,  t h e y  m o v e d  o u t ,  a n d  th e  m a n a g e r  h a d  no  c h o i c e  b u t  to 
offe r  r o o m s  to th e  lobis .  T h e  A r m e n i a n s  w e r e  all in G l e n d a l e ,  
U n c le  A r m o  h a d  sa id ,  in h o u s e s  t h e y  c o u l d n ’t a f fo rd ,  b u t  th ey  
were  w i t h  each  o th e r .
Your d a d  d i d n ’t m i n d  Eas t  H o l l y w o o d  t o o  m u c h ,  yo u  
c o u l d  tell .  It is as if it is a b a d g e  o f  h o n o r  for  h i m ,  s t i c k i n g  it 
o u t ,  s h o w i n g  th e  M e x i c a n s  t h a t  t h e y  c o u l d n ’t r u n  h i m  o u t  o f  
t o w n ,  l ike t h e  Azer is  d id  h i m  a n d  his  p a r e n t s  w h e n  he  was  a 
k id  g r o w i n g  u p  in K a r a b a k h .  B u t  he  h a t e d  t h e  t h o u g h t  t h a t  y o u  
guys  w e re  left  b e h i n d ,  t h a t  y o u  w e re  s ti l l  l i v in g  in an  a p a r t m e n t  
as if y o u  h a d  j u s t  c o m e  to  th i s  c o u n t r y .  E v e r y o n e  b a c k  h o m e  
t h o u g h t  y o u r  f am i ly  w o u l d  ve m a d e  it b ig  by th is  t i m e ,  a t  leas t  
have y o u r  o w n  h o u s e — y o u  gu ys  a t  leas t  h a d  t h a t  b a c k  th e r e .  It 
was a c r u m b l i n g  s t o n e  b u i l d i n g  b u t  it was  y o u r s .  N o w  y o u r  d a d  
had  to ask  p e r m i s s i o n  f ro m  s o m e  g r a m p s  to  h a n g  p h o t o s  o n  the  
walls,  l ike he  was a c h u m p .  N o ,  it was t i m e  fo r  a m o v e  b u t  y o u r  
d a d  c o u l d n  t b r i n g  h im se l f  to b u y  a h o u s e  he  k n e w  w o u l d  be 
ev e n tu a l ly  t a k e n  f r o m  his h a n d s ,  so he  s e t t l e d  o n  a h o u s e  t h a t  
he k n e w  he c o u l d  keep.
Your d a d s  n o t  a r isk take r .  I h o u g h  a c i t i z e n ,  he  lives 
in a c o n s t a n t  fear of d e p o r t a t i o n .  U n t i l  y o u  re e i g h t ,  y o u  go 
s h o p p i n g  w i t h  y o u r  p a r e n t s ,  p o i n t i n g  o u t  t h e  t r e a t s  y o u  w a n t ,  
k n o w i n g  yo u  w o n ’t ge t  a n y  o f  t h e m .  You m o s t l y  w e n t  to  steal  
a few cand ie s .  O n e  t i m e ,  y o u ’re h e l p i n g  y o u r  m o m  lo ad  th e  
i t em s  o n t o  t h e  b lack  c o u n t e r .  I he r e  was  a sale for  bags  o f  f lou r  
at  Yons ,  tw o  for  t h re e ,  w i t h  a l i m i t  o f  f o u r  bags  t o t a l  p e r  c u s ­
t o m e r  so y o u r  m o m ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  g o t  all four .  T h e  dea l  is to o
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g o o d  to  pass  u p ,  s he  sa i d ,  e s p e c i a l l y  w i t h  t h e  w a y  y o u  e a t .  Yo u r  
d a d ’s e m b a r r a s s e d  to  c a r r y  f o o d s t a m p s  so h e  lets  y o u r  m o m  p ay  
t h e  c l e r k .  A f t e r  l o a d i n g  t h e  g r o c e r i e s  i n s i d e  t h e  car,  y o u r  m o m  
c o n v i n c e s  y o u r  d a d  to  g o  h a c k  in,  g r a b  f o u r  m o r e  a n d  p a y  at  
a d i f f e r e n t  ai sle.  N o  o n e  wi l l  k n o w ,  s h e  says.  Bes i des ,  n o  o n e  
wi l l  ca re .  H e  gives  in,  goes  i n s i d e ,  a n d  t akes  y o u  w i t h  h i m .  Bu t  
as he  s t a n d s  r e a d y  t o  h a n d  o v e r  t h e  f o o d s t a m p s ,  w i t h  hi s  h e a d  
u p  b u t  eyes  d o w n ,  a p r e t t y  b l o n d e  w o r k e r  w h o  l o o k e d  a l i t t l e  
f a mi l i a r  w a l k i n g  by  tel l s  t h e  c l e r k  at  y o u r  r e g i s t e r  t h a t  t h i s  m a n  
was  w i t h  a c u s t o m e r  w h o  a l r e a d y  p u r c h a s e d  t h e  f l o u r  a t  t h e  
l i mi t .  T h e  c l e r k  l o o k s  at  y o u r  d a d  a n d  s h r u g s  h e r  s h o u l d e r s .  
Sor ry,  sir,  y o u  c a n ’t, s he  says ,  a n d  b e n d s  h e r  h e a d  d o w n  to g ive  
y o u  a s mi l e ,  h e r  s p a r k l i n g  A m e r i c a n  t e e t h  s h o w i n g .  E v e r y o n e  
in t h e  s t o r e  is l o o k i n g  at  y o u  t w o ,  a n d  y o u r  d a d ,  f o r  a s e c o n d ,  
j us t  s t a n d s  t h e r e ,  j us t  t ake s  it ,  o n e  h a n d  o u t s t r e t c h e d ,  t h e  f o o d ­
s t a m p s  in it s h a k i n g ,  a n d  t h e  bi l l s  l o o k  to  y o u ,  t h e n  m o r e  t h a n  
ever ,  f ake ,  false,  l ike he  was  h o l d i n g  o n t o  M o n o p o l y  m o n e y .  
Fina l ly ,  he  mo v e s ,  l eaves  t h e  s t o r e ,  r ed  a n d  b u r n i n g .  H e  pu l l s  
at  y o u r  s w e a t y  h a n d ,  d r a g g i n g  y o u  t o w a r d s  t h e  car,  o p e n i n g  
t h e  p a s s e n g e r - s i d e  d o o r  a n d  y a n k i n g  y o u r  m o t h e r  o u t .  H e  says  
n o t h i n g  as he  ge t s  b e h i n d  t h e  w h e e l  a n d  d r i v e s  off .  H e  leaves  
y o u  t w o  t h e r e  in t h e  p a r k i n g  l o t  o f  t h e  g r o c e r y  s t o r e ,  mi l e s  f r o m  
h o m e ,  s t r a n d e d .  Your  m o m  d o e s n ' t  say a n y t h i n g ,  j us t  g l a n c e s  
d o w n  at  y o u .  Wel l ?
You e x p l a i n  t h e  be s t  y o u  c a n .  S h e  c r i e s  for  m o s t  of  t h e  
wa l k  b ac k .  N o  o n e  eve r  t a l ks  a b o u t  t h a t  day,  so y o u  t r y  t o  f o r g e t  
t h e  c o l o r  o f  y o u r  m o t h e r ’s face,  y o u r  m o t h e r  w i p i n g  h e r  n o s e  
w i t h  t h e  b a c k  o f  t h e  wr i s t ,  w i p i n g  it o n  h e r  d ress .  S t r a n g e r s  n o t  
m e e t i n g  y o u r  eyes ,  t h e  b a c k  o f  t h e i r  h e a d s ,  h o w  t h e y  all  l o o k e d  
t h e  s a me .
You d a d  t h r o w s  t h e  s h i t  away,  l o o k s  i n t o  t h e  d a r k n e s s  
o f  t h e  b i n ,  t h e n  c l oses  t h e  l id.  H e  p u t s  hi s  b o x  o f  t o o l s  o v e r  it. 
V i c k y  is w a i t i n g  in t h e  l i v i n g  r o o m  w h e n  y o u  t h r e e  c o m e  b a c k  
i n t o  t h e  h o u s e ,  y o u r  f a t h e r  h o l d i n g  hi s  h a n d s  in f r o n t  o f  h i m  
l ike a z o m b i e ,  y o u  b r e a t h i n g  o u t  w i t h  y o u r  m o u t h ,  t r y i n g  t o  ge t  
r id o f  t h e  d o g  s h i t  s me l l  in t h e  b a c k  o f  t h e  t h r o a t ,  y o u r  m o t h e r  
s o u n d l e s s .  W h e r e  d i d  y o u  g u y s  go,  V i c k y  asks ,  t h o u g h  y o u  c a n
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tell f r o m  th e  w ay  s h e ’s h o l d i n g  t h e  b o o k  in h e r  h a n d s ,  t h u m b  
b e t w e e n  th e  pages ,  she  d o e s n ' t  rea l ly  care .  F r o m  t h e  b a t h r o o m ,  
y o u r  f a th e r  calls  for  her.  Vicky,  he  says.  G o  b r i n g  a b l a n k  piece  
o f  p a p e r  a n d  y o u r  n ice s t  m a r k e r s .  S h e  h o p s  to  it,  n o w  ale r t ,  
p leased  she  is p u t  to  use.  You feel a p a n g  o f  j e a l o u s y  a n d  c o n f u ­
s ion ,  a n d  b l a m e  it o n  t h e  fear  n o t  m i x i n g  well  w i t h  t h e  pilaf.  
E v e r y o n e  g a t h e r s  in t h e  l i v in g  r o o m ,  y o u r  fo lks  s i t t i n g  o n  the  
c o u c h ,  V ic k y  o n  th e  f loor ,  legs b e n t  u n d e r  her ,  a n d  y o u  s t a n d  
t r y i n g  to f l a t t en  y o u r s e l f  a g a in s t  t h e  wal l ,  p e e r i n g  f r o m  th e  c u r ­
t a i n e d  w i n d o w .
You’re g o i n g  to  p o s t  a s ign.  T h a t ’s w h a t  y o u r  d i p l o m a t  
f a th e r  dec id e s .  A s ign.  W r i t e  o n  it, m y  s m a r t  g i r l ,  he  says , in 
y o u r  bes t  E n g l i s h ,  s o m e t h i n g  a b o u t  c l e a n i n g  u p  a f t e r  y o u r  dog s .  
V icky p u t s  a b lu e  m a r k e r  b e t w e e n  h e r  t e e t h ,  a n d  t h i n k s .  M a k e  
s u re  y o u r  h a n d w r i t i n g  is n ice ,  rea l ly  n e a t ,  y o u r  d a d  c o n t i n u e s .  
You c o m e  to s t a n d  ove r  h e r  s h o u l d e r  a n d  i n s p e c t .  S h e  w r i t e s ,  in 
big,  l o o p y  l e t te rs ,  e v e n ly  s p a c e d  a p a r t :  H e l p  K e ep  O u r  N e i g h ­
b o r h o o d  B eau t i fu l .  P lease  C l e a n  U p  A f t e r  Your  D o g s .  You h u m  
y o u r  a p p r o v a l  a n d  y o u r  d a d  pee rs  ac ro ss  t h e  t a b l e  a t  t h e  fo re ign  
w o rd s .  H e  d o es n ' t  s p e a k  E n g l i s h  wel l ,  b u t  he  ca n  read  it. S o m e  
o f  the  l e t t ers  yo u  k n o w  r e s e m b le  R u s s ia n ,  s o m e  of  t h e  w o r d s  
y o u  guess  he  p i c k e d  u p  a t  t h e  a u t o - s h o p .
L o o k s  g o o d ,  he  says a n d  s q u e e z e s  V i c k y ’s s h o u l d e r .  
D r a w  s o m e  f lowers ,  y o u r  m o m  a d d s .  Your  s i s te r  f r o w n s .  S h e ’s 
n o t  an  a r t i s t .  She  look s  to  y o u  a n d  y o u r  ra ise y o u r  p a l m s  u p  a n d  
b ack  away.  N o  w ay  y o u ’re g o i n g  to  d r a w  s o m e  s issyass roses.  
Your m o m  gets  u p  w i t h  an  e x a g g e r a t e d  s igh  a n d  c o m e s  to  y o u r  
s i s t e r ’s s ide ,  p i c k i n g  u p  th e  s k i r t  of h e r  h o u s e d r e s s  a n d  k n e e l i n g  
d o w n  gracefu l ly .  G iv e  m e  a g re en  m a rk e r .
T h e  s ign c o m e s  o u t  c o l o r f u l  a n d  c o n v i n c i n g ,  f r iendly .  
V ick y  h o ld s  it up  ove r  h e r  h e a d  a n d  y o u  all a p p l a u d .  Your  d a d  
t o u c h e s  y o u r  m o t h e r ’s b a c k  a n d  she  m o v es  a l i t t l e  c lo se r  to  h i m .  
E v e r y o n e  p u t s  o n  t h e i r  sh o es  a n d  y o u  g r a b  t h e  t a p e  f r o m  y o u r  
b a c k p a c k .  1 he  w h o l e  f a m i ly  s t a n d s  a n d  c o m m a n d s ,  a l i t t l e  to 
t h e  left ,  a l i t t le  r igh t ,  h ig h e r ,  lower ,  p e r f e c t ,  a n d  y o u  s t i ck  th e  
s ign in th e  c e n t e r  of t h e  ga r ag e  d o o r .  You w a lk  b a c k  t o w a r d s  the  
rest  a n d  a d m i r e  w h a t  you 'v e  a c c o m p l i s h e d .
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Next  m o r n i n g ,  y o u ’re u p  be fo re  e v e ry o n e  else, befo re  
the  a la rm  goes o f f  in y o u r  p a re n t s  b e d r o o m ,  be fo re  y o u r  m o m  
has to  t ap  y o u r  nose  awake .  I t ’s no t  even seven yet.  You p u t  
on  a sw ea te r  over  the  w i f e - b e a te r  you  s lep t  in a n d  y o u r  Pay- 
less sneakers .  T h e r e ’s no t im e  for socks.  You t ry  to  be q u i e t  
w h e n  you  u n l o c k  the  b a c k d o o r  a n d  close it b e h i n d  you .  You 
run  to w a rd s  the  ga te ,  o p e n  th a t  too ,  a n d  f ina l ly  you ' r e  there ,  in 
the  alley, a n d  y o u r  eyes i m m e d i a t e l y  go to the  g r o u n d .  Rocks,  
rocks,  a c r u s h e d  Pepsi b o t t l e ,  c o u p le  o f  r o t t e n  o ran g e s  f rom  
a n e i g h b o r ’s t ree,  b u t  yes, yes, no  p o o p ,  no  shit ! You w a n t  to 
d ance ,  you  w a n t  to  w h o o p ,  you  wish A r m i n e h  was there ,  oh ,  i f 
on ly  the  f ea rc a tc h e r  c o u ld  see you  now. But  s o m e t h i n g  ca tches  
yo u r  eye, t h e  s ign ,  the  s ign a l i t t le  d a rk e r  t h a n  you  r e m e m b e r e d  
; it. You m ove  closer.
In bo ld  a n d  a n g ry  bl ack ,  fore ign w o rd s  t h a t  c u t  t h r o u g h  
you ,  m a k i n g  it ha rd  to swal low.  G o  back  to M ex ico ,  you  f u c k ­
ing w e tbacks .
W e tb a c k s .
You k n o w  this  w o rd .  I his w o r d  is n o t  you .  T his w o r d  is 
n o t  y o u r  family.
Take  a few s teps  back.  Phis pe r s o n  has go t  it all w r o n g .  
Tear  it d o w n  befo re  s o m e b o d y  sees. Pear it d o w n  qu ick ly .  
C r u m p l e  it i n to  a ball a n d  t h r o w  it far away f rom  here .  W ake  up  
befo re  y o u r  dad  t o m o r r o w  a n d  for  the  rest  o f  y o u r  life. C le a n  
the  s h i t  o u t s i d e  y o u r  house .
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